
Conclusion

Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go shares Saturday’s interest in the 
delimitation of art’s radical possibility. It imagines a late twentieth-cen-
tury England in which medical science has advanced to the point that 
human beings now prolong their lives by mining the organs of clones. 
Kathy, the novel’s clone narrator, has been told from an early age that 
after she leaves school, she will “donate” one after another organ until she 
“completes,” or dies. She understands and accepts this process as her life’s 
purpose and is frustratingly reticent about blaming anyone or expressing 
any outrage or opposition.

Making art is a major part of the curriculum at Hailsham, the school 
where the clones board and where most of Kathy’s fondest memories origi-
nate. The students do not understand their art’s real purpose, however. 
They do not know that the people who run the school are engaged in a 
campaign to prove that clones have souls, which they hope will result in 
their being treated humanely before they donate and die. The students’ 
art making is crucial to the Hailsham cause because art is taken to be a 
portable expression of an inner life. For the noncloned humans involved, 
the ability to make art is an instantly recognizable sign of one’s humanity. 
In a world in which people otherwise recoil from clones in disgust, the 
clones’ appreciation for and creation of art are supposed to counteract 
prejudice. The Hailsham project’s logic is thus quite contradictory: while 
clones should continue to exist to supply medical science, they are also 
human beings who possess authentic interiority and should thus have 
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good lives. They are at once only bodies and not only bodies. That their 
lives will be ended artificially and at the whim of the same shadowy pow-
ers that brought them to life is not an issue the Hailsham charity sets out 
to address. Instead, through display of Hailsham students’ creative work, 
they simply enjoin people to “Look at this art! How dare you claim these 
children are anything less than fully human?”1 The humanitarian project 
is expressly designed to stop at raising awareness of the clones’ humanity, 
having ensured that people know that the organs they rely upon do not 
appear “from nowhere” or grow “in a vacuum” (257). Hailsham’s claims 
are thus managerial rather than political: it will perfect the running of the 
existing order rather than attempt to transform it.

The form of Never Let Me Go is then an expression of Ishiguro’s 
attempt to avoid creating the kind of decorative or ameliorative work that 
the clones themselves are limited to. Ishiguro leads the reader to long for 
expressions of outrage, but mainly by refusing to articulate them. He 
condemns cruelty—who would object?—but refuses to horrify us with 
details about precise harms. He emphasizes the clones’ pursuit of the 
truth about their lives but also undermines the value of what they might 
find, since whatever information they gather cannot alter the reality of 
their limited options. It is important to Kathy’s narrative perspective 
that she does not emphasize her own or others’ suffering and cannot 
name in any precise way the specifics of the system that determines their 
lives. The novel thereby avoids looking squarely at the vast social inequi-
ties that are nevertheless its structuring concern, preferring to consider 
its characters’ reasons for looking away from them. This form of nar-
ration perfectly complements the novel’s depiction of a world in which 
several traditional modes of imagining art’s critical capacities—art as a 
form of dissent, art as a means of self-exploration, art as giving voice to 
the voiceless—have been invalidated, either because of the barriers to 
them or because these modes have themselves been turned to instru-
mental ends. Through these formal means the novel attempts to foster 
the reader’s desire for the kind of outraged political utterance and criti-
cal negation that are impossible in Kathy’s world. It moves us to wish for 
an outrage it never expresses and suggests that the best that art can hope 
to do is meditate upon its own insufficiency in a way that leaves readers 
discomfited and disconsolate.
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Kathy’s lover, Tommy, is the character who comes closest to pro-
ducing critical art. He refuses to make anything pleasing to Hailsham. 
His drawings—of fragile, pitiable creatures that are at once animal and 
machine—are not intended for display there. Kathy’s description of Tom-
my’s art evidently struggles with its meaning: “The first impression was 
like one you’d get if you took the back off a radio set: tiny canals, weaving 
tendons, miniature screws and wheels were all drawn with obsessive preci-
sion, and only when you held the page away could you see it was some 
kind of armadillo, say, or a bird” (184–85). She mentions too that “for all 
their busy, metallic features, there was something sweet, even vulnerable 
about each of them,” and Tommy reports “that he worried, even as he 
created them, how they’d protect themselves or be able to reach and fetch 
things” (186). We thus witness Kathy seeing and not seeing. Though she 
perceives some resemblance to “a radio set” and sees “miniature screws 
and wheels,” she does not see Tommy’s mechanical animals as in any way 
meditating on the clones’ own existence as a complex blend of organic and 
inorganic matter, animal and machine. Nor does she see in their evident 
vulnerability a sign of his own worry about how he and his friends will 
face what is before them. It seems that, though Kathy is adept at analyz-
ing conversations and gestures for hidden meanings, she does not see art 
as warranting that kind of scrutiny. In her experience it is decorative and 
pretty and has no meaning beyond its surface appearance.

The novel’s final paragraph finds Kathy closer than she had come 
before to indicating that she shares in some of the intensity that Tommy’s 
art quietly suggests. Tommy has just died, and Kathy has taken what she 
characteristically deems an “indulgent” trip to Norfolk, a place she and 
her friends used to imagine as the location of all their lost objects. Here, 
as Kathy reflects upon her own inescapable nostalgic remembrances, she 
remarks: “Once I’m able to have a quieter life, in whichever centre they 
send me to, I’ll have Hailsham with me, safely in my head, and that’ll be 
something no one can take away” (281). Needless to say, knowing that 
they will soon “take away” her vital organs, as they have done the lives 
of the people dearest to her, her memories of a place that did nothing to 
halt that process seem like poor compensation. Yet in another light her 
fond memories are all the more precious because the future is so bleak. 
Kathy is nostalgic for a time in which she was blindly innocent of any 
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knowledge of her serious fate. Her memories are an ameliorating compen-
sation for a reality with no fundamental comforts, in which there are only 
donors’ “ghastly battles” (232), in which Ruth and Tommy are dead and 
she will soon be, too, and there is no point in getting angry or trying to 
object to what is happening to her because there is no evident network of 
resistance, no hidden army into which she might be conscripted. Kathy 
is utterly alone. She will die soon and in a feeble state. She exists for the 
use of noncloned humans. She extends the lives of those who accept her 
consignment to subhumanity because it secures their own well-being. Her 
very existence in the world is the product of the desire of those in power 
to put their own persistence as biological beings first in any calculation. 
Retreating into one’s memories is, in this context, entirely understandable. 
That Kathy admits at all to the truth of her life, recounting Tommy’s 
rage, recounting her gradual coming to consciousness, may be what is 
remarkable.

After meekly comforting herself with the thought that she can dwell 
in her memories, Kathy describes one last wish:

I was thinking about the rubbish, the flapping plastic in the branches, the shore-
line of odd stuff caught along the fencing, and I half-closed my eyes and imag-
ined this was the spot where everything I’d ever lost since my childhood had 
washed up, and I was now standing here in front of it, and if I waited long 
enough, a tiny figure would appear on the horizon across the field, and gradu-
ally get larger until I’d see it was Tommy, and he’d wave, maybe even call. The 
fantasy never got beyond that—I didn’t let it— though the tears rolled down my 
face I wasn’t sobbing out of control. I just waited a bit, then turned back to the 
car, to drive off to wherever it was I was supposed to be. (282)

We glimpse in this passage the kind of emotion that she routinely avoids. 
Kathy’s desire briefly transforms trash into cherished objects, and her fan-
tasy of Tommy’s return, alongside “everything I’d ever lost since my child-
hood,” is the closest she comes to acknowledging that his death means 
something to her. We are relieved here, in a sense, by the evidence that 
Kathy is more human than machine. To be sure, she still speaks of her loss 
only as something without any agency behind it. No one has taken any-
thing from her in her account; it is simply gone. Though she longs for its 
return in the form of a figure on the horizon, a figure that acknowledges 
her own existence with a wave or a call, that longing isn’t inconsolable. It 
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isn’t “out of control.” Nothing ever is for Kathy, because there is some-
where she is “supposed to be,” and she will just focus her energy on that 
requirement, recover herself, and move on. But the tears are there, and 
by now they are what we want. Our wish for Kathy to scream and cry, to 
express indignation, is our wish for an art outraged by human suffering. 
It is a wish for the kind of motivated political commitment that Kathy 
cannot make for herself or find in her world. The novel’s teasing of the 
reader with the possibility of this sort of release simply draws attention to 
its refusal to indulge it in any grand way.

**
Never Let Me Go is very much a New Labour novel. In Bruce Rob-

bins’s reading, it reflects upon “the ideology of the welfare state, which 
gives a grateful semblance of meaning and legitimacy to the stopgap ef-
forts of every day.” He reads Kathy as that state’s ideal subject, her narra-
tion emotionally empty, “bureaucratic, cravenly accepting of monstrously 
limited expectations, dedicated to suppressing all ‘agitation’ at the deep 
injustice that underlies the system as a whole.”2 I have suggested previously 
that the novel makes it possible for us to empathize with Kathy’s failure to 
articulate her outrage. As Robbins suggests, she lives in a world in which 
her voice is effectively silenced. I would note, however, contra Robbins, 
that the British Left tends to conceive the welfare state as an attempt to 
bring egalitarian and equalitarian aspirations to bear on governance. For 
most mainstream British Left intellectuals and writers, including Ishig-
uro, welfare is the institutional form given to the social agreement that 
equalitarian distribution of wealth and privileges is a moral necessity. In 
these terms, the novel’s unseen government is more akin to the neoliberal 
state that has eroded the relationship between the governance and public 
welfare. It is the particular realities of neoliberal governance that structure 
the novel’s attempt to think about how and why we look away from power, 
how our freedoms are premised upon others’ limited prospects, and how 
particular ideologies of individuation and creativity either directly serve or 
inadequately mitigate the harms that exist.

Critics have recently argued that, despite its emphasis on “subjec-
tive well-being,” neoliberal capitalism has been grounds for a surge of 
serious mental anguish and despair and for a generalized disaffection 
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and depression. They suggest that this disaffection should be turned 
into the basis of capitalism’s reform, because in emphasizing despair, we 
acknowledge the desires that neoliberalism produces and exploits but can-
not satisfy.3 In William Davies’s terms, authentic unhappiness, the kind 
that cannot be easily gotten over and transformed into fodder for self-
improvement, is “the critical negative externality of contemporary capital-
ism.”4 In my reading Never Let Me Go provides a literary counterpoint to 
these claims. The novel is worried about a world in which art can only 
be either an instrument of those in power or silenced by them, a world in 
which much of human experience, especially the economic and political 
rationalities that arrange it, is hidden from view. It presents Tommy’s art, 
the most nearly politicized form in the novel, as falling on deaf ears. It 
presents artworks conscripted into the service of humanitarian causes as 
ineffective and temporary fads designed to ameliorate rather than change. 
It presents the kind of self-knowledge that we might conventionally con-
sider a valuable result of engagement with art as of precious little use in 
addressing systemic social problems. The novel is, in short, thoroughly 
aware of all the ways in which the social and political values convention-
ally ascribed to art’s critical capacities have been and can be challenged 
and undermined.

It is in this way a signal example of the tendencies in literature that 
I have considered throughout this book—tendencies that emerge in rela-
tion and response to a neoliberal unification of culture, governance, and 
capital under New Labour. In the process of describing this unification, I 
have presented the ideal of artistic autonomy as fundamentally contradic-
tory and as an ongoing focus of interest and struggle precisely because of 
the tensions that define it. Investment in autonomy, both affective and 
practical, is at once an integral feature of capitalist cultural production 
and an expression of the desire to be free from its constraints. The ideal of 
autonomy is built into attempts to imagine new working arrangements as 
the fruit of postmaterialist values and into the assumption that high-level 
cultural producers are able to transcend the marketplace upon which they 
rely. Conditioned by a sense of the importance of autonomy, cultural work-
ers confront with unease their lack of substantive independence and their 
incorporation into creative-economy projects and vocabularies. In Mark 
Banks’s persuasive terms, “Workers routinely fail to demonstrate . . . a 
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clear commitment to capitalist norms such as profit maximization, dis-
interested exchange or wealth accumulation.”5 All the same, when this 
failure serves as inspiration to their ongoing cultural production and is a 
means by which their work is sold as the product of their authentic inner 
selves, it is at once an opportunity and a problem. Hence, as Banks claims, 
the autonomy that cultural workers experience should be read as some-
thing “socially embedded, compromised or ‘negotiated,’” as they engage 
the “quotidian ‘struggle within’ to try to mediate, manage or reconcile 
the varied opportunities and constraints of the art-commerce relation.”6 
For this reason the wavering that I highlight in this book’s introduc-
tion—between holding on to the idea of artistic autonomy because of 
what it can afford and pointing out where those very affordances become 
encumbrances—seems to me the appropriate critical relation to our con-
temporary moment.

It has been decades since Terry Eagleton argued that the art-com-
merce relation is a thoroughly dialectical one. He pointed out the many 
ways in which autonomous art may be perceived. It may appear, for exam-
ple, as a bare reflection of the commodity form, existing for “nothing and 
nobody in particular,” independent because “swallowed up by commodity 
production.”7 It can serve as a “prototype” for the autonomous middle-class 
subject who wishes to operate as though she is “entirely self-regulating and 
self-determining.” It can be a refuge or release from the “values of competi-
tiveness, exploitation and material possessiveness.” Finally, and Eagleton 
thought most hopefully, it can function as an ongoing and deeply affective 
“vision of human energies as radical ends in themselves.”8 Echoing Eagle-
ton, Stewart Martin concludes that art’s autonomy is “both produced and 
destroyed by capitalist culture, both its ideology and its critique.” More-
over, “if art’s autonomy is a produced, and reproduced, contradiction of 
developed capitalist culture then it remains a vital form through which this 
culture can be resisted and criticized.”9

Today recognition of the ideal of aesthetic autonomy as an ongo-
ing locus of struggle seems especially necessary, since the notion of the 
aesthetic with which Eagleton then had the most sympathy, as the realm 
in which human energies are envisioned as “radical ends in themselves,” 
has itself been turned so definitively to expedient application. Faith in a 
cultural realm liberated from the constraints of the capitalist market has 
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gelled with the new vocabulary of creativity and its political and eco-
nomic uses. Artists’ vaunted ability to contest bureaucratic management 
and other forms of regimentation is no longer at all unique. They may be 
“disaffected and morally unhappy . . . sell[ing] their minds to people they 
don’t like for purposes they don’t feel at home with,”10 but in this they are 
now more like than unlike other kinds of workers. Many nonartists now 
embrace an aesthetic conception of themselves, as works in progress that 
exist for their own sakes. Their search for meaning can be akin to the 
production of culture: at once an imperative internal quest and a means 
to tap into and augment one’s inherent potential in the service of career 
development. For many nonartists, too, ceaseless self-scrutiny has become 
a management protocol, a marker of one’s commitment to one’s work, as 
a spirit of opposition to assigned roles and an openness to change have 
become crucial facets of the ability to labor successfully. Moreover, both 
artists and nonartists routinely face contradictory imperatives: critical of 
the institutions that employ them but devoted to the work they do within 
them; enjoined to make work an expression of who they really are but 
in circumstances that leave them little time for thought about what that 
might mean and that ask us to package that expression into a readily trad-
able form.

My hope is that my approach to these imperatives might encourage 
other scholars of the humanities to contribute to the formation and dis-
semination of the new common sense Ross advocates. I take for granted 
that the arts inform the narratives available to us as we attempt to per-
ceive the world and make sense of it and that their study can serve as a 
means of reflection upon what Brian Holmes describes as the “imagin-
ary figures” that give our world meaning and structure our self-under-
standings.11 More pressing for me is the way in which the arts reflect 
upon the possibilities of their own autonomous status. Art becomes 
thereby a space where the struggle between autonomy and the market 
takes place—a space in which the possibility of establishing some sort of 
autonomous relation to capital is imagined and negotiated and in which 
the limits of the market are made plain.

When I first started to think about how the making and mean-
ing of literature were affected by vocabularies and phenomena tied to the 
creative-economy turn, I assumed that I would find a series of defensive 
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and inevitably failed or compromised efforts to rescue art from any 
instrumental imperative. What actually emerged into view, though, was 
something much less definitive. Like many other analysts and practitio-
ners, writers have been using their work to wonder about the value and 
relevance of conventional forms of faith in art’s autonomy from politi-
cal and economic imperatives and to articulate hesitant and questioning 
visions of their work’s possible purposes—expedient and otherwise. There 
is, moreover, no straightforward way in which this literature is simply 
critique. Even when it is critique, its anti-instrumental imperatives are 
exemplary, marketable, consumable, and often articulated in a way that 
anticipates their suitability to what they contest. It is of course against this 
very backdrop of the marketable antimarket gesture, of recognition of the 
service art can do to what it contests, that the ideal of aesthetic autonomy 
becomes not a dead issue—a relic of modernism perhaps—but rather a 
vital concern for cultural producers all over again.12 When people and 
their activities are reduced to mere utility, insisting upon the “uselessness 
of the aesthetic,” “Kantian counterpoint to the brute utilitarian insistence 
of every other mode of cognition and social interaction” becomes all the 
more necessary.13


